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of the complexity and variability of
chimpanzee and bonobo societies.
We still do not know the full range
of behavioral variation in
chimpanzees nor the underlying
ecological and demographic
causes. There are few field sites
where chimpanzees have been
observed for more than 20 years,
barely long enough to see an
entire generation grow up. Even
so, researchers at all long-term
field sites have witnessed
catastrophic epidemics of disease
nearly wipe out study groups. Until
recently, not much attention has
been paid to disease outbreaks in
wild ape populations, and little
research has been done on the
transmission of disease between
apes and humans. This is of
critical concern for both human
and ape health as shrinking
habitat brings humans and
primates into ever closer contact.
What does the future hold for
chimpanzees? On one side, there
are diminishing chances of
chimpanzees ending up in
biomedical laboratories, as their
use as experimental animals
becomes increasingly
unacceptable. But chimpanzees in
the wild face an increasingly
uncertain future as a result of
poaching for the bushmeat trade,
habitat loss and disease. The total
number of chimpanzees living in
the wild has been estimated at
about 100,000 while only about
10,000 bonobos are thought to still
exist. They are both considered
endangered, meaning they face a
very high risk of extinction in the
wild in the near future. 
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Alarm bells are rightly ringing at
the fall in numbers of many
species as humans increasingly
encroach on habitat and
evidence of climate change
grows. Birds represent some of
the most conspicuous and best
documented species where
declining numbers can be most
confidently predicted.
In North America, some of the
most serious declines in recent
years have been seen amongst
shorebird species, especially
long-distance migrants. Census
figures for the western
sandpiper at its migratory
grounds in British Columbia
follow this trend: at one site at
Sidney Island numbers appear
to have declined by 83 per cent
since 1992.
But Canadian researchers,
reporting in the Proceedings of
the Royal Society series B
(published online) have taken a
closer look. A team led by
Ronald C. Ydenberg at Simon
Fraser University, Burnaby,
British Columbia, now report
that things may not be quite as
bad as they appear. 
Alongside the decline in
shoreland birds has been a
substantial increase in the
numbers of raptors, including
peregrine falcons which prey on
sandpipers, following the ban
on use of DDT in the 1970s. The
chemical brought many raptor
species close to extinction. But
the sandpipers are not just
victim to increased predation,
they appear to have
substantially changed their
behaviour in the face of the
increased threat. Sidney Island
is a rich feeding ground but
dangerous. Cover there means
that falcons can strike
effectively on the feeding birds.
What the researchers believe
has happened is that the
sandpipers now spend very
much less time at the site —
they feed quickly and then move
on. As censuses of migrating
birds build in a factor of how
long individuals remain at a site,
the researchers believe that
many more birds may now be
passing through than the
census data suggests. 
So despite the increased
predation threat to the birds, the
study’s results may provide
some welcome relief for hard-
pressed conservationists.
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Moving on: Western sandpipers appear to have changed their migratory behav-
iour because of increased threats from predators. (Photo: Oxford Scientific Films.)
